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JESUS' IDEA OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD. 



By Professor A. C. Zenos, D.D., 
McCormick Theological Seminary, Chicago. 



The data: The terms used and the statistics of their use. — The possible 
ideals: the abstract and the concrete senses of the term. — The actual ideals; 
in the Old Testament; in extra-biblical sources ; among the contemporaries of 
Jesus as reflected in their conversations with him. — The ideal of Jesus ; the 
kingdom represented as a place; as a possession; as a body politic ; as an 
order of things, a dispensation; union of these representations in one idea. 

When we set ourselves to separate tha teachings of Jesus from 
every thing else in the New Testament and attempt a historical 
reconstruction of it we find that it centers about the conception 
of the kingdom of God. It becomes therefore a matter of 
extreme importance to ascertain precisely what this conception is. 
This task is evidently a very narrow one : it concerns simply the 
ideal of Jesus as revealed in his teaching. In undertaking it we 
must ascribe only subordinate significance to all other teachings, 
whether they be those of inspired apostles or of prejudiced peo- 
ple. We must subordinate even what may appear but the exter- 
nal features of the kingdom, whereby the ideal is realized, such 
as the person of the king, the laws of the kingdom, its subjects, 
qualifications for membership in it, its destiny in the. future, and 
whatever else may be discovered in the nature of detail. We 
must concern ourselves simply with the answer to the question, 
What is the ideal of Jesus ? 

I. THE DATA. 

The phrases "kingdom of God" and "kingdom of heaven" 
constitute the bulk of the material at command ; and they are 
evidently to be taken as exact equivalents. The former is used 
in the reports of the speeches of Jesus given by all the evangel- 
ists ; the latter by Matthew alone, but is not the only phrase 
used by him. Naturally quite often the pronoun takes the place 
of the word "God" in the phrase "kingdom of God," and some- 
times the word " kingdom " is used without qualification, when 
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36 THE BIBLICAL WORLD. 

the context plainly shows that the kingdom of God or of heaven 
is meant ; in such cases the article may or may not be used with 
the word kingdom. The use of these phrases is distributed as 
follows : 

Kingdom of heaven by Matthew 30 times. 

Kingdom of God by Matthew 5 times, by Mark 14 times, by 
Luke 33 times, by John twice. 

Other phrases are used as equivalents as follows : 

Kingdom of the Father by Matthew twice. 

My kingdom by Luke once, by John 3 times (in the conversa- 
tion with Pilate). Thy kingdom (in the Lord's prayer) by Mat- 
thew twice, by Luke once. His kingdom by Matthew once. 

Kingdom of the Son of Man by Matthew once. 

The kingdom (of God, or of heaven) by Matthew 6 times, by 
Luke once. 

From a mere cursory view of these data it becomes evident : 
(1) That our study must depend almost altogether on the 
synoptic Gospels. The usage of John furnishes only five cases 
of the use of the notion of the kingdom by Jesus, three of 
which occur in connection with the cross-examination of Jesus by 
Pilate, and the remaining two in the conversation with Nico- 
demus. The conception is rather incidental than characteristic 
in the Fourth Gospel. (2) All the varying phrases above enu- 
merated are meant to be descriptions of one ideal. The most 
apparent difference, that between the phrases " kingdom of 
God" and "kingdom of heaven," is, as above stated, due to what 
may be called a literary habit in Matthew rather than to a 
design on his part to represent something different, or to a differ- 
ence of point of view. This very much simplifies the work of 
interpreting the phrases ; it reduces the question to this, viz., 
What did Jesus mean by the word kingdom upon the occasions 
when he used these phrases ? But before entering on the search 
for the answer to this question we may look at : 

II. THE POSSIBLE IDEALS. 

Evidently there are two main senses in which the term 
" kingdom" may be used, i. e., the abstract and the concrete. The 
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word kingdom means either reign, or it means organization, with 
offices and officers, laws, institutions, and territorial limits. If it 
be in the abstract sense that the phrase is to be taken in the 
teachings of Jesus, it will be natural to ask further, What in a 
more specific way is meant by the reign of God or of heaven ? 
The answer may be either (i) The reign of God Almighty, the 
creator and ruler of all things as taught in the Old Testament ; 
or (2) The reign of God as the moral governor having rights 
and claims, whose recognition constitutes that reign ; or (3) 
The reign of God as the special ruler of a special people (Israel), 
the theocracy as a form of government. On the other hand, if 
we look at the concrete sense as the proper one, we may dis- 
cover in this kingdom either ( 1 ) A bare figure or type ; that 
is, the monarchy may be taken as the most convenient figure of 
social organization of an entirely different nature. Any society 
may choose to designate itself a kingdom and call its officers by 
names commonly given to officers in monarchical administrations ; 
it may have a king, a court, and a complete set of royal institu- 
tions. In this sense the kingdom of God would be the " invisi- 
ble church." But we may discover in this kingdom, (2) A real 
organization, external and visible, coordinate with others of the 
same kind, i. e., a theocracy as a concrete kingdom, not a mere 
form of government. But all these various conceptions, though 
distinguishable in the abstract, are not exclusive of one another 
and may consequently be found blended. There can be no con- 
crete kingdom without the abstract reign and vice versa. Before 
proceeding to inquire which, either singly or in combination with 
others, is the main ideal in the teaching of Jesus we may inves- 
tigate : 

III. THE ACTUAL IDEALS ELSEWHERE THAN IN THE TEACHtNG 

OF JESUS. 

These are to be found in — 1, The Old Testament ; 2, Extra- 
biblical sources ; and 3, The usus loquendi of the contemporaries 
of Jesus especially as reflected in their conversations with him. 

1. In the Old Testament the phrase "kingdom of God" is 
not found ; the idea, however, is a familiar one. It forms the 
kernel and ground work of the Messianic picture in the prophets. 
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It is outlined in the Mosaic dispensation as a pure theocracy 
and passes through two subsequent phases. In the first of these 
it is conceived of as the condition of God's people Israel when 
it shall have been established as a great nation among the great 
nations of the earth, organized as a kingdom, but directly under 
the supervision of God himself. Israel, according to this con- 
ception, should be a powerful nation excelling all others in glory 
and prosperity. In its second phase the conception becomes 
more ambitious. Israel should absorb or subdue all other 
nations and should exist not as one of them, even though the most 
glorious, but as a substitute and supplanter, taking rank as a 
world-kingdom, a universal empire, in historic succession to the 
empires of Assyria, Babylonia, Persia, Greece and Rome. This 
phase begins to dawn in Isaiah and reaches its culmination in 
Daniel. 

2. The ideal as found in extra-biblical sources is no doubt 
simply a continuation and expansion of this last conception ; it 
is given the name of " kingdom of God " and " kingdom of 
heaven," as in the Targums on Isa. 40 : 9, 10, and Mic. 4:7; 
and in the Targum of Jonathan on Isa. 53 : 10. In these places 
the kingdom of God is the kingdom to be founded and con- 
trolled by the Messiah as the vicegerent and representative of 
God. 

3. This in all likelihood is also the meaning of the contem- 
poraries of Jesus when they speak of the kingdom. Even John 
the Baptist, unless we assume that he received special enlighten- 
ment in particulars not essential to the carrying on of his work, 
must have had this idea when he preached that the kingdom of 
heaven was nigh (Matt. 3:2), although evidently he saw that 
there- was in his day a lack of moral preparation for the full 
appreciation and enjoyment of the Messianic kingdom which 
augured evil for the Jewish people and made it necessary to 
preach fear, fasting, and repentance. The Pharisees had a similar 
opinion of the matter, though not sharing in John Baptist's appre- 
hensions (Luke 15 : 15; 17: 20; 19: 11). Joseph of Arimathea 
looked for the kingdom in the same sense (Mark 15 : 43 ; Luke 
23: 51) ; and finally the populace, who on the occasion of his 
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entrance into Jerusalem went so far as to identify this kingdom 
as the kingdom of their "father David" (Mark n: 10). Very 
peculiar, if not unique, is the idea presented in the words of the 
thief on the cross (Luke 23 : 42) ; for this criminal either thought 
of the kingdom as a spiritual one, the mediatorial kingdom of 
the Son of God, fully realized only in the invisible realm of 
spirits, to which both he and Jesus seemed about to be ushered, 
or else he assumed that in spite of his bodily death Jesus would 
reappear in great power and glory to establish the Messianic 
kingdom ; the former alternative seems hardly probable, accord- 
ing to the latter he must have meant by kingdom " royal power, 
dignity and glory." The common element in all these ideals is 
the externality of the kingdom. They all make it a visible 
organism with all the machinery of a body politic and in perfect 
analogy to the empires of this world. 

IV. THE IDEAL OF JESUS. 

The numerous passages in the discourses of Jesus referring to 
the kingdom may be reduced to a few general classes as follows: 

1. Those in which the kingdom is represented as a place. 
Into this class naturally fall the passages in which " entering into 
the kingdom of God" is spoken of (Matt. 7: 21). Something 
more than calling Jesus Lord, Lord, is necessary in order to enter 
into the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 7: 21); it is necessary 
to be converted and become as little children (Matt. 18: 3); a 
rich man shall with difficulty enter (Matt. 19: 23, 24; Mark 10: 
14, 23-25 ; Luke 18 : 24, 25); the publicans and harlots go in 
before the Pharisees and Sadducees (Matt. 21 : 31); the scribes 
and Pharisees shut it up ; they neither go in nor suffer them that 
are entering to go in (Matt. 23 : 13). Here the idea of locality 
is narrowed down to such a place as can be shut up, an enclosure, 
a walled territory, or a structure of some sort, with doors or other 
approaches that may be blocked. It is better to enter the king- 
dom of heaven with one eye than having two to be cast out 
(Mark 10: 47). Matthew gives the same thought in two paral- 
lels : (1) in the Sermon on the Mount (5 : 29), where no men- 
tion is made of the kingdom of heaven and (2) in 18:9, where 
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for Mark's kingdom of God is substituted the word "life," thus 
intimating the figurative character of the phrase. Similar in import 
to these passages are those in which men are said to be near 
or far from the kingdom (cf. Mark 12: 34). The chief feature 
of the kingdom emphasized in such places is its exclusiveness and 
the necessity of effort to attain unto it. Professor Bruce dwells 
on the universality of the kingdom ; and in a certain sense it is 
true that none are excluded from it that may wish to enter 
therein and comply with the conditions for entrance ; as con- 
trasted with the Jewish notion that none but Israelites should be 
members of it the idea of Jesus is certainly inclusive ; but through- 
out these expressions Jesus seems to exert himself to impress it 
on his hearers that there are other limitations to the kingdom ; 
that it is a specific thing, not to be reached by all men, nor by 
those who do, without strenuous effort. If one after putting his 
hand to the plow shall look backwards he is not fit for it (Luke 
9 : 62). But when attained it is a place of enjoyment (Matt. 8 : 
11). This passage gives us another form of designation under 
the figure of place ; it is a place where many shall sit down with 
Abraham and Isaac and Jacob. Jesus himself will eat and drink 
in the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 26 : 29 ; Mark 14 : 25 ; Luke 
22 : 16, 18). 

2. A second class of passages represents the kingdom as a 
possession. Of the poor in spirit and of those who are persecuted 
for righteousness' sake it is said, "theirs is the kingdom of heaven" 
(Matt. 5 -.3, 1 of ; Luke6:2o). The kingdom of God is received by 
and belongs to such as are like little children (Matt. 19:14; Mark 
10:14; Luke 18 : 16, 17). It is something that can be taken away 
from those who possess it and given to those who do not possess it. 
It will be taken away from the Jews of Jesus' day and given to a 
nation bringing forth the fruits thereof (Matt. 21:43). It is 
promised to the little flock (Luke 12:32). It is worth while to 
sacrifice for the sake of obtaining the kingdom as a possession. 
This is clearly the meaning of the parable of the treasure hidden 
in the field, and of the merchantman seeking goodly pearls (Matt. 
13 144-46); also of the self-made eunuch, who has made himself 
such for the sake of the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 19:12). 
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Any form of self-denial for the sake of obtaining it is to be 
rewarded (Luke 18 : 29). It is the most valuable of all posses- 
sions, and to seek for it as the prime object in life is the wisest 
course that can be pursued (Matt. 6:33; Luke 12:31.) By- 
possessing the kingdom of heaven, however, it is not meant 
the holding of any exclusive or proprietary rights in it, such as 
rulers were supposed to have in their territories and the revenues 
accruing from them, but rather the boon of belonging to the 
kingdom of God as a member of it. This becomes evident as we 
compare this class of passages with the preceding, in which the 
kingdom was likened to a place, and entering it to a privilege. 
To be a member of the kingdom is to possess it. 

3. In a third class of passages the kingdom is represented as 
a body politic. It is an organized being that has the principle of 
growth in it and consists of human beings. In the parables of 
the sower, of the wheat and the tares, of the grain of mustard 
seed (Matt. 13:31; Mark 4:26; Luke 13 : 18), in the parable 
of the leaven (Matt. 13:33; Mark 4:30; Luke 13:20) and 
even in the parable of the net, the kingdom is likened to some- 
thing which, beginning with a small nucleus, attains large propor- 
tions by an inherent power of growth. In the explanation of the 
parable of the sower the nucleus as well as the accretions are 
said to be human beings, i. e., the children of the kingdom (Matt. 
13:38). From this point of view we may also interpret the 
phrase "the children of the kingdom shall be cast out" (Matt. 
8:12) as meaning that those who had the first right to be mem- 
bers of this body politic shall be excluded for unworthiness to 
come to the full enjoyment of what they deemed their right. 
This conception is of course based on the broader meaning of the 
term "kingdom," as when it is used in other connections than 
with reference to the kingdom of God. Thus, " every kingdom 
divided against itself is brought to desolation, and every city or 
house divided against itself shall not stand" (Matt. 12 : 25); *. e., 
every organized being into which the spirit of strife has entered 
cannot exist as an organization. In this conception Jesus no 
doubt came nearer than at any other point in his teaching on 
this subject to the prevalent idea of his time. Hence it was pos- 
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sible for the mother of Zebedee's children to approach him with 
the request that in such an organization her sons might have the 
seats of honor and power. The assumption underlying this 
request, i. e., that such an organization did exist ideally, is not 
denied by Jesus, but he refuses to promise the primacy asked for, 
on the ground that that must be decided upon other principles 
than those she had in mind (Matt. 20 : 21 f). It is further quite 
plain that when Jesus elicited from Peter the confession of his 
being the Messiah, the Son of God, he also outlined to him the 
idea of the kingdom as an organization destined to come to visi- 
bility. It is true he uses here the term "church" (Matt. 16: 
16-19), but he identifies the church with the kingdom by later 
committing to the faith of Peter the keys of the kingdom. 
Whether any significance may be attached to the fact or not, it 
is a fact that in this class of passages we find the kingdom called 
Christ's kingdom. Speaking of it himself he called it "my king- 
dom." He appoints it for those who belong to him as the 
Father had appointed it for him (Luke 22 : 29). 

4. A fourth class of passages designates the kingdom as an 
order of things, a dispensation. Probably this is the way in which 
the kingdom is to be looked at when announced as being near at 
hand (Matt. 4:17; Mark 1:15; also Matt. 10:7; Luke 10: 
9,11; 21 : 31), or "upon" men. " But if I with the finger of God 
cast out devils, no doubt the kingdom of God — i. e., as a new 
order of things — is upon you" (Luke 11:20; Matt. 12:28). 
The advent of this new state of things though spoken of as fall- 
ing with some force on those adversely minded is a desideratum 
for the disciples ; they are therefore taught to pray for its com- 
ing ("thy kingdom come," Matt. 6:10-13; Luke 11:2) and 
to announce or preach it (Luke 9:2, 11:60; 16:16). Jesus 
preaches it himself (Luke 4:23; 8:1). The preaching of it 
is specifically designated as the "word" or "gospel" of the 
kingdom (Matt. 4:23; 9:35; 24:14; 13:19). Some particu- 
lars as to this new dispensation are given. There are dis- 
tinctions in it ; some are called least and some greatest (Matt. 5 : 
19). He that is least in the new dispensation is greater than the 
greatest under the old order (Matt. 11: 11, 12; Luke 7:28). 
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Whosoever shall humble himself as a little child is greatest in 
the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 18:4). It is" described as an 
administration, as in Matt. 18 : 23, under the figure of a king who 
took account of his servants and proceeded to measure out justice 
and mercy, or in Matt. 21:1, under the figure of the house- 
holder who hired laborers for his vineyard, or in Matt. 22 : 2, 
under the figure of the king who made a marriage for his son and 
thence took occasion to.test the loyalty and respectfulness- of his 
subjects and to punish the rebellious, or in Matt. 25 : 1, in the 
parable of the foolish and the wise virgins, in all of which figures 
the idea of a mode of administration is the predominant feature. 
This dispensation is inaugurated in principle, but is not yet fully 
developed. Hence there are two phases of it distinctly pre- 
sented : the present and the future. As far as it is a present 
thing it is spiritual and inward. "When he was demanded of the 
Pharisees, when the kingdom of God should come, he answered 
them and said : The kingdom of God cometh not with observa- 
tion ; neither shall they say lo here, or lo there ; for behold the 
kingdom of God is within you" (Luke 17 : 20, 21). So in 
answer to the one who pronounced a beatitude on him that should 
eat bread in the kingdom of God, he spoke the parable of the 
king who had prepared a feast to which the guests first bidden 
would not come and others of the most unlikely kind were sum- 
moned, teaching thereby that the forms which might appear the 
most unlikely were those in which the kingdom of God should 
become manifest. This inwardness or spirituality combined with 
progressiveness, inasmuch as it is not established as a complete 
institution at the outset, gives it necessarily the aspect of myste- 
riousness. The kingdom of heaven has its mysteries, which the 
disciples are privileged to have explained to them (Matt. 13 : 11; 
Mark 4:11; Luke 8: 10). But from the nature of the case 
even they cannot grasp the full meaning of the explanations ; for 
as late as after the resurrection they ask of him whether he meant 
at that time to restore the kingdom to Israel (Acts 1:6). In 
so far as this order of things is still to be unfolded in the future 
the times and seasons of its unfolding are unknown to any except 
the Father. Two things, however, seem to be certain, viz.: (1) 
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that it should develop great power (Mark 9:1 ; cf. Matt. 16: 
28; Luke 9:27); and (2) that at its consummation it would 
inaugurate a period of judgment ; i. e., differentiations or separa- 
tion between the wheat and the tares: "They shall gather out of 
his kingdom all things that cause stumbling and them that do 
iniquity and shall cast them into the furnace of fire .... then 
shall the righteous shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their 
Father" (Matt. 13:41-43). 

In summing up the results of our investigation we find that 
these four classes of representations do not give us four separate 
and distinct ideals, but one ; nor do they represent four stages in 
the growth of one ideal ; the relations of the conceptions to one 
another are not those of stages of development. They stand 
rather to one another as parallel and partial representations, 
which like the different colors on a lithographic plate need simply 
to be put together to produce the complex and harmonious whole 
in the mind of their author. 

In reconstructing this complex ideal we must naturally begin 
with the broadest and most fundamental of the representations, 
that to be found in the last of the groups of passages above 
examined. The kingdom of God is first a dispensation. The 
principal feature of this dispensation is the supreme and benefi- 
cent reign of God. Men must by faith in Jesus himself realize 
and recognize God as their Sovereign Ruler and regulate their 
lives accordingly. All men can do this irrespective of race or 
class or even of moral character. Those who acknowledge the 
rule of God, accepting the new dispensation as ushered in by 
Jesus, are drawn to one another by the community of their 
thoughts and feelings and constitute a new society. Thus 
emerges the concrete kingdom of God, the " invisible church." 
To belong to this community is a privilege, compared to which 
all wealth and station and honor and earthly happiness should be 
esteemed a small matter. For to be a member of this privileged 
society is to secure approval at the last judgment and everlasting 
life. 



